1 The relationship between mediaeval natural philosophy and modern natural science is much contested. See, for example, P. Duhem, Le Système du Monde: Histoires des doctrines cosmologiques de Platon à Copernic (10 vols), Paris 1913 Paris -1959 . Duhem focuses particularly on the continuity between Aristotelian science and early modern physics. For a précis of Duhem's view, see his essay History of Physics in: P. Duhem, (ed. and trans. R. Ariew and P. Barker), Essays in the History and Philosophy of Science, Indianapolis 1996, 163-221 Oxford 1914, 1-32. 3 The suggestion that Bacon, in particular, was the founder of experimental science is found in the comments of the nineteenth century mathematician and scientist William Whewell who wrote that 'Roger Bacon's works are not only so far beyond his age in the knowledge which they contain, but so different in the temper of the times, in his assertion of the supremacy of experiment, and in his contemplation of the future progress of knowledge, that it is difficult to conceive how such a character could then exist.' (W. Whewell, History of the Inductive Science, 2 vols, New York 1858, 3rd ed., vol. 1, 245). It became commonplace in the later nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to develop this assessment of Bacon which was itself derived from the praise given by his namesake Francis Bacon, a writer who was otherwise disparaging about mediaeval natural philosophy. For particu-
Robert Grosseteste on Light, Truth and Experimentum SIMON OLIVER
In outlining the major shifts in the practice of natural philosophy which contributed to the rise of modern science, one might point to two developments as being of particular importance: the increased use of experiment, namely the contrived observation of nature rather than mere Aristotelian empeiria; and the wider deployment and increasing sophistication of mathematics. Is it possible to find any traces of such practices in the mediaeval schools? 1 It has been argued that in the work of two Oxford Franciscans, Robert Grosseteste (c. 1170 Grosseteste (c. -1253 Augustiniennes, 1962, 124-75 and R. A. Markus, Augustine: Reason and Illumination, in: A. H. Armstrong (ed.) , The Cambridge History of Later Greek and Early Medieval Philosophy, Cambridge 1970, 362-73. 6 On the importance of light in Franciscan spiritual mysticism and its relationship to distinguishes their approach from the various Aristotelianisms of the later middle ages and suggests that modern natural science may have identifiable origins prior to the Oxford Calculators or nominalists of the fourteenth century, and long before Kepler, Galileo or Newton. From where does this emphasis on mathematics and the experimentum emerge? It has its conceptual origins in the Neoplatonic image of light as a 'formative power and form' of nature and a means of knowledge by illumination. 4 This Hellenistic tradition is the source of vivid light imagery deployed throughout early mediaeval Christian, Muslim and Jewish theology, for example in the works of St. Augustine, St. Basil, alFarabi, Avicenna and Avicebron. 5 With scriptural precedent, light is associated with the life of God, emanation from divine being in the act of creation and the form of truth. Given that Grosseteste and Bacon were steeped in this tradition, particularly through the works of St. Augustine and the mystical theology of the Franciscans, 6 it is unsurprising to find
